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“...What is Macmillan’s excuse for this book? Do its editors 
think the murder of the president is some kind of joke?..:” 



less than twelve 
hours after the presi- 
dent’s death, and 
the whereabouts of 
his body can be 
established for just 
about every minute 
between. On this 
point Lifton has 
brooded mightily. 
He concludes that the 
president’s body was 
stolen from its casket 
on Air Force One 
moments before Lyn- 
don Johnson was to 
be sworn in as presi- 
dent in a forward 
cabin. Then the body 
was somehow spir- 
ited through the 
crowd to the front 
of the plane while it 
was en route from 
Dallas to Washing- 
Journey’s end: JFK’s coffin leaves Air Force One. ton. After the plane 

, landed, the body was 

Best Evidence, by David S. Lifton. carried off from a forward exit and 
Macmillan, $16.95. probably — Lifton is not quite clear on 

■■■■ ' J this point — rushed to Walter Reed Hos- 
there are a lot of curious theories pital, where it was surgically altered and 
about what happened to John F. Ken- the photos and X rays faked. Then it 
nedy on November 22, 1963, but none was hustled to Bethesda Naval Hospital 
quite so bizarre as David Lifton’s, a and secretly returned to the original 
theory that makes all previous specula- casket while a team of doctors was 
tion about the president’s murder — the arguing about how to conduct the 
Oswald doubles, CIA conspiracies, and autopsy. At some point thereafter, the 
Mafia plots — look like the work of dull faked photos and X rays — which, Lifton 



and sober men. 



admits, unambiguously show wounds 



According to Lifton, Oswald did not from behind — were substituted for those 
shoot Kennedy. The fatal shots came made during the official autopsy, 
from the grassy knoll. The conspirators Many people must have been in- 
set up Oswald and arranged for the volved in such a complex conspiracy, 
surgical alteration of the president’s Lifton has met none of them. He does 
body so it would appear that he had not even have any direct evidence there 
been shot from behind, not from in was a conspiracy. This is something 
front. The changes were pretty crude, he figured out. 

however, so the conspirators were fur- But consider where he has been led. 
ther required to fake autopsy photos The ubiquity of Secret Service agents 
and X rays and then secretly substitute and the split-second timing of the sur- 
them for the real ones. gical faking convince Lifton that the 

But when could all this have been plot to kill the president was an official 
done? The official autopsy took place one. A platoon of intermediaries must 
Thomas Powers is the author of The have orchestrated at least four subplots. 
Man Who Kept the Secrets: Richard The first is a subplot to make Oswald 
Helms and the CIA. the patsy. Lifton pays no attention to 



the demands of this undertakihg. Did 
Oswald think he was part of the plot? 
Or was all the evidence implicating him 
— which was massive — faked as well? 

Subplot Two involves the actual 
shooter on the grassy knoll. If all shots 
came from there, how was Governor 
Connally wounded in the wrist? The 
bullet would have had to penetrate the 
seat in front of him, and perhaps even 
the Secret Service agent sitting in that 
seat. Lifton makes no attempt to ex- 
plain Connally’s wounds within the 
terms of his theory. He does not seem 
to notice the problem at all. 

Subplot Three is the theft of the 
president’s body and its medical alter- 
ation by one or more doctors. The theft 
would have taken place between 2:18 
and 2:32 p.m. aboard Air Force One 
while the president’s wife, aides. Secret 
Service men, photographers, Lyndon 
Johnson and his wife, the judge who 
swore him in, military men, and a host 
of others were milling about the plane. 
This could hardly have been under- 
taken on the spur of the moment. 
It was an integral part of the plan. 

If you were planning to kill a presi- 
dent, would you have rested the suc- 
cess of the whole enterprise on the 
theft of his body after he was dead? 
What would the body snatchers have 
said if Jackie had blundered in while 
they were stuffing the corpse into a 
plastic bag? How did they explain their 
transport of this large, cumbersome ob- 
ject through the crowd to the front of 
the plane? “One side, please!” “Secret 
papers coming through.” 

Subplot Four — a breeze by compari- 
son with the first three — involves the 
substitution of faked photos and X rays 
for the real ones in a manner that did 
not arouse the suspicions of the photog- 
rapher or the radiologist. There are 
many amazing aspects to these plots, 
but none more so than the fact that no 
one asked to participate — Secret Serv- 
ice men included — ever demurred, or 
balked at the complexity of the under- 
taking, or suggested it might be easier 
to poison the president’s soup instead. 

Lifton is not to blame for this 
travesty. It is clear he did the best job 
he could, and thinks he has solved the 
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biggest part of the mystery. He seems 
like a nice fellow, and, besides, he’s 
entitled to his opinions. 

But what is Macmillan’s excuse? Was 
Lifton’s mind-numbing detail just too 
much for Macmillan’s editors? Did they 
fail to notice what he was saying? Do 
they think the murder of the president 
is some kind of joke, that they needn’t 
think twice about putting out a fat 
tome dwelling obsessively on the ana- 
tomical details of the president’s fatal 
wounds? Do they put this subject in 
the same category as theories that pyra- 
mids were built by visitors from outer 
space — a harmless fad with its loyal 
following, so what’s the problem? 

Best Evidence is a shocking mish- 
mash. I challenge anybody connected 
with it — always excepting the author — 
to stand up in public and say he be- 
lieves things happened this way. A lot of 
people were involved in the sad business 
of bringing the president’s body to 
Washington and preparing it for burial. 
They deserve better than to be treated as 
morons, or worse. Macmillan owes ev- 
ery last one of them an apology. — T.P. 

Maria Callas, the Woman Behind 
the Legend, by Arianna Stassinopou- 
los. Simon & Schuster, $15.95. 



WRITE SUCCESSFULLY ABOUT THE LIFE 

of any operatic personality and you’ve 
really written an opera. Eventful as the 
life itself may be — and Maria Callas’s 
was right up there — it draws its major 
sustenance from the sound of that per- 
son at work. You can get a long 
. way into the Presley or Lennon mythol- 
ogy before you have to worry about 
the way these certifiably electric per- 
sonalities dealt with the vocal problems 
of a particular phrase; I could love 
Artur Rubinstein even if there were 
no such thing as a piano. But the Maria 
Callas I need to know is, before all else, 
the creator of a way of musical breathing 
(in the largest, least technical sense) that 
has often caused me to suspend my 
own. The person I want to read about 
in a book about Callas is, by the same 
token, that person at work, breathing. 

As operas based on the life of Maria 
Callas go, the new one by Arianna 
Stassinopoulos is decently stageworthy. 
Of all the writers who assume their 
own Greek heritage as license enough 
to deal with and understand the inner 
truths of the phenomenon of Callas, 
nee Kalogeropoulos — as certain sym- 
phonic conductors would have us be- 
lieve that being Hungarian is some 
kind of hot line to the music of Bela 
Bartok — Stassinopoulos certainly tow- 
ers above the oily bitchcraft of Ste- 
ven Linakis’s Diva: The Life and 
Death of Maria Callas or Stelios Gala- 
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